The language of pain at the end of life.
The effective management of pain at the end of life relies on the accurate assessment of pain. Language is the mechanism through which pain is assessed using self-report pain tools. The purpose of this study was to explore how elderly hospice patients describe their pain and to compare their descriptions with three commonly used pain assessment tools (i.e., McGill Pain Questionnaire, Memorial Pain Assessment Card, and the Visual Analogue Scale). Eleven elderly hospice patients with cancer were interviewed in their homes using open-ended unstructured questions. Data were analyzed line by line to identify descriptors of pain. These descriptors were then compared to standardized language used in the three pain assessment tools. In describing their pain, participants used many words, emphasized their pain by repeating those words, and used similes to describe their pain. The participants used approximately 30% of the standardized language found in three commonly used self-report instruments. These findings suggest that in conjunction with self-report instruments, the patient's own verbal descriptions should be used in the assessment of pain.